Geoffrey P. Miller 1 Abstract: The books of Genesis through Second Kings trace a history of Israel from earliest times through the fall of the Southern Kingdom in 586 BCE. In earlier work, I demonstrate that this narrative contains a sophisticated political theory -a systematic analysis which justifies political authority; demonstrates the necessity of law and government; explores the nature of power relations in families; argues that nationhood is the best form of political organization; identifies self-governance, centralized institutions and sovereignty as the essential elements of nationhood; and claims that constitutional monarchy represents the best form of national government. But if the bible contains such a theory, why has it not been identified before now? The reason is that the bible's political theory is embodied in narratives rather than in discursive analysis. The political meaning of the narratives was lost as the bible came to be interpreted from an exclusively spiritual point of view. This paper identifies advantages and disadvantages of narratives and offers conjectures for why Greek thinkers presented their political ideas discursively while the culture of ancient Israel opted to convey abstract ideas in the form of narrative. * * * Human societies cannot function unless some people are given the power to exercise coercive force. To live in a society means to be controlled by others. Basic to all societies, therefore, are the twin questions of when individuals may legitimately exercise power over others and how that power should be embodied in social institutions. In articles and working papers published over the past two decades I have argued that the ancient world has bequeathed another work, possibly more ancient even than Plato and Aristotle, which also offers a systematic political theory. 3 The author of this work is one of the great political thinkers of history -possessed of remarkable capacities of systemization, balanced in judgment, profound in insight, and capable of setting out a coherent justification for the authority of law and a conceptual framework for strong but limited government power.
What is this ancient work of political theory? It is not one that has lingered in the dusty obscurity of a library of ancient books. Nor was it recently unearthed in an archeological expedition and translated for the world. It is a book with which nearly all of us are familiar, at least to some extent. It is the bible -the collection of scriptures which recounts the history of 2 Strauss and Cropsey's history of political philosophy is controversial in other respects, but it is in the mainstream of opinion when it concludes that the "political works of Plato and Aristotle are the oldest works devoted to political philosophy which have come down to us." Leo Strauss and Joseph Cropsey (1987) Israel from earliest times and the mighty works of God which made that history possible. The bible, not the Greeks, may be the West's oldest political philosophy.
How is it plausible to argue that the bible is about something as prosaic as politics?
1. The bible is relentlessly curious. Its pages offer pithy and intriguing observations about topics as diverse as language, culture, cosmology, meteorology, stock breeding, cooking, fashion, geography, commerce, diplomacy, history, family relationships, warfare, architectureand much else besides. Given that government and law were ubiquitous in the lives of the peoples of ancient times, as they are today, it would be surprising if the bible did not take an interest in these topics.
2. The bible is chock full of laws -not only the Ten Commandments (in several versions), but also detailed codes of law that cover a range of topics both religious and secular.
Legal materials are so pervasive that the Jewish tradition refers to the first five books of the bible as "torah" -law. Where is this political theory? Search the bible and you won't find any sustained mediation on the principles of good government of the sort found in Plato's Republic. There is 5 See also Calum Carmichael, The Paradise Myth, Paul Morris and Deborah Sawyer, eds., A Walk in the Garden: Biblical, Iconographical and Literary Images of Eden 48 (1992) (the Eden story was "born of intellectual curiosity" and was produced for the pleasure of depicting "an artificial, totally unreal picture of a mythical past in order to highlight . . . current views about, for example, Gods and human beings, human beings and animals, males and females"); John Van Seters, Prologue to History: The Yahwist as Historian in Genesis (1992) (presenting the author as an antiquarian historian).
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no explicit categorization of political regimes such as that found in Aristotle's Politics. There are no self-announced inquiries into the nature of justice, the duties of kings, the obligations of citizens, the permissibility of civil disobedience, the appropriate form of punishment, the nature of the judicial function, or the role and function of law.
Notwithstanding the lack of explicit references, the political theory of the bible is hiding in plain sight. Biblical scholars have spilled oceans of ink on questions of terminology -asking whether a particular text be termed a "saga", "cult legend", "hero legend," "etiology", "collection," "myth", "story", "narrative", "epic" or something else. For purposes of this book, these distinctions are not important. I will refer to biblical passages that tell a story variously as "narratives," "stories" or "tales" without intending any technical meaning for these terms. 8 For a valuable discussion of literacy in Ancient Israel, see Susan Niditch, Ancient Israelite Religion (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997).
orally and if they needed to record or understand anything in writing, scribes could be hired. Literacy, moreover, was expensive. It required training, a luxury which poorer families probably could ill afford. And unlike Egypt, which possessed papyrus, or Mesopotamia, with its plentiful supply of clay, the peoples of ancient Israel did not have a readily-available medium for memorializing written texts (pottery fragments were cheap but awkward; scrolls were expensive). 9 In a society where literacy was uncommon and the media of writing costly, much of the information important to the organization of the culture would often have been recorded and transmitted orally. 4. Narrative is a flexible means for framing simplified models of human society. We use narratives today for that very purpose. Economists' research papers specify models of economic activity, inhabit those models with agents who act according to specified criteria, and examine how the agents behave under the conditions of the models. As economist Robert Lucas put it, "[we] are storytellers, operating much of the time in worlds of make-believe. We do not find that the realm of imagination and ideas is an alternative to, or a retreat from, practical reality. On the contrary, it is the only way we have found to think seriously about reality." 15 The biblical narratives do essentially same thing. By selecting the characters and the physical setting in which those figures interact, the bible isolates the question under consideration and focuses attention on its resolution. The reader knows only the details that the author chooses to supply.
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Like all other modes of expression, narratives have deficits as well as advantages. Some shortcomings of narrative include the following:
1. Narratives are inherently more ambiguous than discursive approaches, and accordingly can be subjected to multiple interpretations (although even discursive approaches are also ambiguous; hence the debate among contemporary scholars about what philosophers of the past intended). 2. Narratives can be cancelled or modified by counter-narratives which place the first narrative in a different context. 17 They therefore lack the stability of discursive analysis which looks to principles of reason for validation.
Despite these drawbacks, the advantages of narrative are sufficiently pronounced as to render plausible the theory that the bible might use this medium as a way to express and investigate theoretical ideas.
Why has the bible's political theory been recognized before? Given that many brilliant Those figures continue to exercise an influence on biblical interpretation, one which perhaps sometimes discourages unconventional approaches.
3. Biblical scholars are trained in the disciplines of languages, theology, and biblical history; they are not experts in the fields of politics, law, or political theory. Because they are not attuned to issues that are central to those other disciplines they are unlikely to recognize political meanings in the texts they interpret.
Why is the political theory of the bible conveyed in the form of narratives when the theory developed in the Greek world takes the form of discursive theorizing?
Differences between Israel and Greece can be overstated. The Greeks were hardly strangers to narrative: Homer is one of the great intellectual monuments of world culture.
Even Greek philosophy was not devoid of narrative. Plato dismissed art as a means for conveying truths about the world but expressed his own ideas in the form of dialogues.
Although Plato's use of dialogue can be dismissed as a conceit or convention used to tease out different views on philosophical questions, his choice of medium was important, in some sense, to the message he sought to convey. Aristotle abandoned the dialogical style, but he recognized the potential for narrative-like figures of speech to communicate information effectively: in the Poetics he commends metaphor for its capacity to sharpen analysis and to convey information to an audience in a compact form.
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Nonetheless, it remains true that there are significant differences in style and presentation as between Greek and Israelite political theory. We cannot know the reason for these differences, but several conjectures are possible:
1. The simplest explanation is simply that of path-dependence. There is no reason why theoretical discourse in Israel should have assumed the same form as that in Greece, even if conditions in the two regions were otherwise similar. Similar societies can take divergent paths depending on unforeseeable or random events.
2. The Sophists, whose ideas influenced Plato and Aristotle, were itinerant thinkers who traveled widely in search of patrons. This factor would have influenced the Sophists to develop and express ideas in a form which could readily be transferred across national boundaries.
Israel, in contrast, does not appear to have supported a population of itinerant teachers. Given this circumstance, political ideas in Israel could have assumed a different form than the form that developed in Greece.
3. Greece became a world empire interested in exporting its culture and its ideas to the lands it had conquered. This process of cultural transmission worked best if the ideas in question were framed in discursive form which could easily transmit across cultural boundaries.
In contrast, Israel became an inward-looking society, existing under foreign domination and concerned with the preservation of its own traditions.
The purpose of this paper is to respond to several obvious (and reasonable) objections to the thesis that the bible contains a systematic work of political theory. A fuller argument in favor of this proposition requires detailed analysis of particular biblical texts, something I have attempted in other work.
